


Highlights from 
Statute

90-15-301. Establishment of information system.
(1) …This system is to be a comprehensive program for the 
acquisition, storage, and retrieval of existing data relating 
to the natural resources of Montana.

(3) It is not intended that the system shall require fieldwork 
to produce data. The system is intended to facilitate the 
management of data collected by state agencies in the 
normal course of their operations.

90-15-303. Interagency cooperation.

(2)Within the limits of available resources, state agencies 
shall provide data requested by the library for purposes of 
the natural resource information system and the Montana 
natural heritage program... It is not necessary for an agency 
to conduct fieldwork or literature searches to obtain 
requested data.

Links to all relevant stature are available at -
https://about.msl.mt.gov/commission_councils/
nris_advisory_committee/statutes.aspx

https://about.msl.mt.gov/commission_councils/nris_advisory_committee/statutes.aspx


Statute establishes the Montana Natural Resource 
Information System (NRIS) as
"a comprehensive program for the acquisition, storage, and 
retrieval of existing data relating to the natural resources of 
Montana.“

NRIS includes a Natural Heritage Program 
(MTNHP) which is 
"...a program of information acquisition, storage, and 
retrieval for data relating to the flora, fauna, and biological 
community types of Montana.“

NRIS also includes a Water Information System 
(WIS) which 
"...shall make available and readily accessible, in a usable 
format, to state agencies and other interested persons, 
information on the state's water resources, out-of-state 
water resources that affect the state, existing and potential 
uses, and the existing and potential demand.

A few more 
Highlights 

from 
Statute



And Statute establishes a Natural Resource Data 
System Advisory Committee which 

“… shall examine the following matters and make recommendations to 
the library concerning:

(1) criteria for the categories and types of data to be collected for a 
natural resource information system;

(2) criteria for the format of data collection;

(3) identification of existing sources of relevant data in the public sector;

(4) identification of data acquisition, storage, and retrieval 
methodologies that are economical and efficient, that minimize or 
eliminate the duplication of data bases, and that utilize computer 
networking;

(5) probable costs to agencies furnishing required data and probable 
costs of managing the data;

(6) probable benefits to be realized by the establishment of a natural 
resource information system;

(7) operation of the Montana natural heritage program; 

(8) other items the committee considers of importance to the 
establishment of a natural resource information system.

One more 
Highlight 

from 
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A Brief History 
NRIS in the 80s

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp


A Brief History 
NRIS in the 90s

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp


A Brief History 
NRIS in the (late) 90s

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp

nris.mt.gov 
December 21, 
1996.  Oldest 
web capture of 
the NRIS 
Website 

http://nris.mt.gov/nris/history.asp
http://web.archive.org/web/19961221205603/http:/nris.mt.gov/


NRIS Structure 
1987 – 2006?

• Natural Heritage Program

• Water Information System

• Geographic Information System

From an organization structure perspective, through 
the 1990s there was an NRIS Director who oversaw 
the managers of each of these three programs. 

NRIS

MTNHP GIS WIS



nris.state.mt.us –
December 12, 1998

nris.state.mt.us –
September 21, 2003

http://web.archive.org/web/19981212020007/http:/www.nris.state.mt.us/
http://web.archive.org/web/20030921060328/http:/www.nris.state.mt.us:80/


NRIS - Filling in the 
gaps after 1998

By the mid-2000s NRIS, MTNHP, and the WIS were 
viewed as components of the Digital Library 
(alongside the State Publications Center).

In this model the NRIS manager was replaced by the 
Digital Library Director.  Organizationally, NRIS, GIS, 
and WIS were merged into a work unit consisting of 
an NRIS Manager, several GIS Analysts, and a 
database/developer position.’

This was the basic structure of NRIS when I was 
hired into the role of NRIS Manager in 2009

Digital Library

MTNHP NRIS
WIS

State Pubs



From roughly 2005-2012 MSL and DOA attempted 
to reconcile ongoing BMSC responsibilities for Land 
Information including Mapping Control, Cadastral, 
Structures and Addresses and Boundaries datasets 
with existing MSL/NRIS responsibilities for Natural 
Resource themes including Elevation, Hydrography, 
and Wetlands.  This process led to the 
development of the “MSDI Framework Assistance” 
document which put forth a model for NRIS and 
BMSC to cooperatively support the Montana 
Spatial Data Infrastructure (MSDI).  This document 
was presented to both the NRIS Advisory 
Committee and the Montana Land Information 
Advisory Council in June 2009.  While neither 
group took action on the document, it became the 
foundation for discussions between MSL and the 
BMSC that would eventually lead to the 
consolidation of the BMSC and NRIS at the State 
Library.

GIS Changes in 
Montana State 

Government 
through the 2000s

External changes also drove changes to how the 
NRIS program was viewed both within the library 
and by MSL partners and patrons.  

What started as the GIS Bureau within the 
Department of Administration (DOA) in the early 
2000s with an emphasis on developing a statewide 
cadastral dataset would later become home to the 
Montana Land Information Act (MLIA), the Montana 
Spatial Data Infrastructure (MSDI), the that state GIS 
Coordinator and Geographic Information Officer 
and would become known as the Base Map Service 
Center (BMSC).

https://docs.msl.mt.gov/Central_Services/Commission_Councils/NRIS_Advisory_Committee/Archive/2009/06/20090602Framework_Assistance.pdf


NRIS
2009-2012

NRIS Continued to operate in this manner until 2012 
when responsibility for Montana Land Information 
Act and the staff of the Base Map Service Center 
were moved from the Department of 
Administration to the State Library.



nris.state.mt.us –
February 2, 2006

nris.mt.gov –
March 1, 2012

http://web.archive.org/web/20060202025051/http:/nris.mt.gov:80/
http://web.archive.org/web/20120301174152/http:/nris.mt.gov/


NRIS
2012 - Present

With the addition of the staff of the BMSC in 2012 
along with new responsibilities of GIS Coordination 
and Montana Land Information Act oversight, the 
Digital Library was re-organized with NRIS GIS 
Analysts and BMSC GIS Analysts combined under 
the State GIS Coordinator under the Geographic 
Information (GeoInfo) group.

Since that time there have been additional 
organizational change within the Digital Library and 
across MSL but what has remained consistent for 
the last 9 years is that NRIS is no longer a dedicated 
set of staff members within MSL.  Instead, NRIS, 
much as it was in its early years, is supported by 
staff across MSL including MTNHP staff, Land and 
Water Information staff, the GIS Coordinator and 
her staff, as well as Information Products and IT 
staff.

Digital Library

MTNHP GeoInfo State Pubs

Digital Library
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NRIS Vision
This version of the functional Org Chart highlights work 
teams currently supporting aspects of the NRIS Statute.  
Rather than remove the other teams I have kept them 
here in gray.  

It is reasonable to think that as we pursue the Community 
Hub concept there will be increasing integration between 
out consultants and NRIS resources.  The development of a 
team of GIS consultants is another idea that has been 
kicked around over the years.  

Identifying ways to expose more NRIS resources to our TBL 
Patrons through resources like tactile maps has been 
discussed as has the idea of more Natural Resource audio 
recordings including, perhaps, better access to the MTNHP 
field guide audio collection.

Geocoding state publications and other catalog records, 
indexing water information to the MSDI Hydrography 
Dataset (the vision for WIS), and integrating more of our 
resources (web applications, web maps, spatial data, etc) 
into our State Publications collection and cataloging them 
accordingly will transform the relationship between NRIS 
and the Montana Shared Catalog.  



NRIS Tools
NRIS Core Tools - Geographic Information Clearinghouse 
• Data List – Find Data (1997)

• Digital Atlas – Map and View Data (1998/1999/2004)

• Data Bundler – Extract Datasets (2003)

• Montana Maps – View Maps (1997)

• Web Map Services – Connect to GIS datasets (2005/2015)

https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/data/datalist/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Applications/DigitalAtlas/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Data/DataBundler/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/maps/gallery/
https://geoinfo.msl.mt.gov/data/web_services.aspx
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/maps/gallery/
https://geoinfo.msl.mt.gov/data/web_services.aspx
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Data/DataBundler/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/data/datalist/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Applications/DigitalAtlas/


NRIS Users
General Public

NRIS - Map Gallery and Digital Atlas, Cadastral
WIS – Drought/Water Supply Maps, Drought Impacts Map
MTNHP - Map Viewer, Field Guide

State and Federal Agency Employees
NRIS - Map Gallery and Digital Atlas, Cadastral
WIS - Drought and Water Supply Maps, Lidar Inventory
MTNHP - Map Viewer, Field Guide

Natural Resource Professionals
NRIS - Data List, Data Bundler, Web Map Services, Cadastral
WIS – Lidar Inventory
MTNHP - Map Viewer, Field Guide 

Real Estate Professionals

NRIS – Cadastral

MTNHP - Map Viewer

Engineering
NRIS - Data List, Data Bundler, Web Map Services, Cadastral
WIS – Lidar Inventory
MTNHP - Map Viewer, Field Guide

Planning
NRIS - Data List, Data Bundler, Web Map Services, Cadastral
WIS – Lidar Inventory
MTNHP - Map Viewer, Field Guide

https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/maps/gallery/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Applications/DigitalAtlas/
https://gis.mt.gov/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Maps/watersupply/Default.aspx
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Maps/drought/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Maps/watersupply/Default.aspx
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=d3acc1a624d841efbc7ed1a882d9dc6b
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
http://fieldguide.mt.gov/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/maps/gallery/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Applications/DigitalAtlas/
https://gis.mt.gov/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Maps/drought/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Maps/watersupply/Default.aspx
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=55cc886ec7d2416d85beca68d05686f4
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
http://fieldguide.mt.gov/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Data/DataList/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/data/databundler/
https://geoinfo.msl.mt.gov/data/web_services.aspx
https://gis.mt.gov/
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=55cc886ec7d2416d85beca68d05686f4
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
http://fieldguide.mt.gov/
https://gis.mt.gov/
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Data/DataList/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/data/databundler/
https://geoinfo.msl.mt.gov/data/web_services.aspx
https://gis.mt.gov/
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=55cc886ec7d2416d85beca68d05686f4
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
http://fieldguide.mt.gov/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/Geographic_Information/Data/DataList/
https://mslservices.mt.gov/geographic_information/data/databundler/
https://geoinfo.msl.mt.gov/data/web_services.aspx
https://gis.mt.gov/
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=55cc886ec7d2416d85beca68d05686f4
http://mtnhp.org/mapviewer/
http://fieldguide.mt.gov/
http://web.archive.org/web/19970413013704/http:/nris.mt.gov/gis/mtmaps.html
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=7c34f3412536439491adcc2103421d4b
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=55cc886ec7d2416d85beca68d05686f4
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=5850f59388624e90adcb834fc8c47e12
https://montana.maps.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=9158c7d15bd34025a702707bf8a0951f

